Introduction {#s1}
============

If we examine the factors that shape our daily experiences and behavior, it becomes clear that work is a crucial factor for many people. Besides maintaining and developing our skills and giving us structure, work fosters social contact and appreciation and is often an important part of an individual's identity[@r1], [@r2]^)^. In this paper, we focus on the role of perceived appreciation by attempting to shed light on its function in the relationship between task assignment and psychologists' job satisfaction. Otto *et al.* reflect on the specific relevance of social interactions for psychologists who work mostly with people either individually (e.g., in therapy, coaching, or personnel selection) or as part of a group (e.g., in conflict mediation or team intervention). Hence, it can be assumed that psychologists in particular build the meaning of their work through social interactions with clients and patients[@r3], [@r4]^)^. In this research, based on the "Stress-as-Offense-to-Self" (SOS) concept[@r5], [@r6]^)^, we assume illegitimate tasks impair job satisfaction by lowering a person's perceived appreciation in the workplace.

Maintaining a positive sense of self---enhancing or protecting it---is a strong motivator for most people. As such, people exert great effort to protect or enhance their self-worth[@r5], [@r7], [@r8]^)^. It is plausible that threats to this sense of self-worth or self-esteem induce experiences of stress, and the SOS concept was developed based on this assumption. Self-esteem is comprised of one's personal evaluation of the self (*personal self-esteem*) as well as the evaluation of others (*social esteem*). Thus, the behavior of others or the characteristics of a situation can shape a person's self-esteem in addition to the individual's self-evaluation[@r5], [@r6]^)^. According to the SOS concept, in a positive sense, "appreciation implies recognition of one's individuality, achievements, and qualities"[@r5]^)^. It signals acceptance and esteem and thus responds to the need to belong[@r9]^)^. Conversely, social esteem can be threatened by signals of a lack of appreciation by others (*stress as disrespect*)[@r5]^)^. These signals are stressors that trigger individual strain responses (*stress*). Such signals of disrespect can be directly expressed through the social behavior of others, such as launching verbal attacks, providing rude and reckless feedback, undermining others' success, belittling others, and other similar actions. However, there also exist rather indirect ways to express disrespect and a lack of appreciation, such as being responsible for stress-inducing work conditions or even by assigning so-called illegitimate tasks.

Over the last decade, Semmer *et al.*[@r5], [@r6], [@r10]^)^ have introduced *illegitimate tasks* as a new concept of stressors. These tasks violate norms about what one can legitimately expect from a person in a certain occupational role. Just imagine about working as a clinical psychologist with an additional therapeutic qualification and then being only allowed to distribute and analyze standardized questionnaires that patients complete. Or imagine spending an entire day completing health insurance forms as if they were a typist. Assigning such illegitimate tasks is an indirect way of expressing disrespect or a lack of appreciation.

People belong to social groups and fulfill social roles, such as an occupational role[@r5]^)^. In line with Roberts and Donahue[@r11]^)^, social contexts, such as roles, prescribe and facilitate behaviors through norms and scripted relationships. Moreover, social roles that include behavioral expectations often become part of the incumbents' identity[@r12], [@r13]^)^. Semmer *et al.*[@r5], [@r6], [@r10]^)^ argue that by violating these occupational roles, illegitimate tasks disrespect a person's occupational identity and therefore constitute an offense to the self. As illustrated in the examples above, the perceived illegitimacy does not result from performing immoral or illegal acts, which should commonly be avoided by all, but rather from the tasks being perceived as unreasonable or unnecessary. Unreasonable tasks should be done by someone else, because they do not correspond to the person's occupational role, as seen in the case of the psychotherapist mentioned above who feels like a "typist". Unreasonable tasks may also include tasks that do not correspond to a person's skill set or competence level, such as the psychotherapist who is only allowed to disseminate and analyze standardized questionnaires.

An unnecessary task is one that could have been (at least partly) avoided or that does not make any sense to complete at all. Thus, unnecessary tasks are those tasks that are perceived to be a waste of time[@r6]^)^, such as having to record things that are never read and never need to be read. Of course, there are cases in which unnecessary and unreasonable tasks might overlap. In the example of the psychotherapist feeling like a typist, he or she might find it unreasonable to invest his/her time in record-keeping instead of taking care of his/her clients. In addition, he/she also might perceive at least some of these records to be unnecessary. In summary, illegitimate tasks are those that include a threat to one's occupational role as defined by aspects such as status and/or by the occupation itself.

Previous research has found illegitimate tasks to be associated with adverse outcomes on different levels, including behavioral outcomes (e.g., counterproductive work behavior, controlling for effort-reward imbalance, organizational justice, conscientiousness and agreeableness[@r14]^)^), physiological outcomes (e.g., increased cortisol while controlling for social stressors, work interruptions, and emotional stability[@r15]^)^), psychosomatic outcomes (e.g., decreased sleep quality, controlling for time pressure, social stressors (at work and at home) and state negative affect[@r16]^)^) indicators of stress reactions as well as indicators of impaired subjective well-being[@r6], [@r17],[@r18],[@r19]^)^ (over and above other stressors, e.g., role conflict, social stressors, lack of fairness[@r6]^)^), and recovery (detachment[@r20]^)^).

Illegitimate tasks and job satisfaction
---------------------------------------

One of the most frequently studied outcomes of job stressors is job satisfaction[@r21],[@r22],[@r23]^)^. Job satisfaction has been seen as a component of psychological well-being[@r24]^)^ that relates to the extent to which a person likes or dislikes his or her job[@r25]^)^. Job satisfaction contains a number of distinct facets[@r26]^)^. In general, low job satisfaction has been found to be associated with deleterious effects on physical and mental health[@r22]^)^, and decreased job satisfaction was found to predict psychologists' intent to change careers[@r26]^)^. Prior research confirmed the link between illegitimate tasks and job satisfaction, and more specifically, illegitimate tasks were found to be associated with lower satisfaction with work performance in a sample of Swedish local government operations managers[@r17]^)^. Another study analyzing the impact of perceived appreciation at work among military professionals found a negative impact of illegitimate tasks on job satisfaction[@r19]^)^. Apart from these studies, which used cross-sectional designs, Eatough *et al.*[@r18]^)^ demonstrated the effects of illegitimate tasks on job satisfaction in both a Swiss and a U.S. diary study that included participants from a wide variety of professions (e.g., staff of a local university, a local Fortune 500 company, or a hospital). However, all of these studies focused on a short or relatively short period of time.

The question of time, however[@r27],[@r28],[@r29]^)^, i.e., how long it takes for (social) stressors to reveal their negative influence on (occupational) well-being, remains unanswered. To obtain a better understanding of the underlying mechanisms, a longer time frame must be examined. Ford and colleagues[@r30]^)^ found lagged effects on psychological strain by mean time lag of one year. However, the question of time refers to a complex interplay between type of stressor, type of well-being, and confounding processes. Job satisfaction appears to be rather stable when measured across longer time periods[@r21], [@r28], [@r31]^)^. Sonnentag and Frese[@r29]^)^ summarized 73 studies examining the interplay between stressors and well-being. The authors found that the percentage of significant relationships between stressor and well-being tend to decrease with time lags longer than one year. Based on previous findings, in our attempt to find an answer to the time frame question we expect illegitimate tasks to be related to reduced job satisfaction in psychologists after one year (Hypothesis 1).

Illegitimate tasks and appreciation
-----------------------------------

As mentioned above, the SOS concept assumes the assignment of illegitimate tasks to be an indirect way of expressing a lack of respect and appreciation. Being appreciated refers to an evaluation by others i.e., the person assigning these tasks, which contributes to social esteem[@r5], [@r19]^)^. Expressing appreciation shows an interest in the person and his or her concerns[@r5], [@r32]^)^. Accordingly, a lack of appreciation is more than not praising somebody: Feedback and social support may, but do not have to express appreciation[@r5]^)^. Tasks that are perceived to be unreasonable or unnecessary should not be expected to be completed by the individual based on the task's content, as this person has certain roles, achievements, and qualities. Ultimately, expressing a lack of appreciation is not necessarily tied to a social interaction nor does it have to be intentional, but assigning illegitimate tasks reflects a lack of consideration for the interests of the person the task is assigned to[@r5], [@r6]^)^. Thus, we expect illegitimate tasks to be related to perceived reduced appreciation (Hypothesis 2) both immediately (H2a) as well as in the long term (H2b).

Appreciation and job satisfaction
---------------------------------

Appreciation is regarded as a powerful resource provided by others[@r5], [@r19]^)^. In general, job resources are known to contribute to well-being[@r29]^)^. Specifically, perceived appreciation involves being noticed and acknowledged as a valued individual[@r5], [@r32]^)^ boosting self-esteem and therefore leading to well-being[@r5], [@r19]^)^. Moreover, appreciation plays a role in motivational processes, thus increasing job satisfaction[@r33], [@r34]^)^. In addition, appreciation is an important tool to establish good leadership[@r33]^)^. In line with this consideration, Stocker *et al.*[@r19]^)^ found perceived appreciation to be positively correlated to job satisfaction. Previous research conducted with young workers just starting their job found that high levels of perceived appreciation over the course of four years enhanced employees' job satisfaction[@r35], [@r36]^)^. We hypothesized perceived appreciation to be positively related to job satisfaction (Hypothesis 3) both immediately (H3a) and in the long term (H3b).

Appreciation as a mechanism linking illegitimate tasks and job satisfaction
---------------------------------------------------------------------------

According to the SOS concept, the proposed mechanism by which illegitimate tasks reduce job satisfaction is a lack of respect or appreciation leading to an offense to the social self[@r5], [@r6], [@r10]^)^. While Stocker *et al.*[@r19]^)^ cross-sectionally found perceived appreciation to mediate the relationship between illegitimate tasks and job satisfaction, results of cross-sectional studies do allow for many alternative explanations for the observed effects, as reverse causation cannot be precluded[@r37]^)^. To rule out possible alternative explanations regarding the timeline, we tested the impact of perceived appreciation (immediately and after one year) on the association between illegitimate tasks and job satisfaction after one year. We expect perceived appreciation to mediate the relationship between illegitimate tasks and job satisfaction after one year (Hypothesis 4), both immediately (H4a) and in the long term (H4b).

Illegitimacy and psychologists' job satisfaction
------------------------------------------------

We assume that the effect of illegitimate tasks on perceived appreciation and the effect of perceived appreciation on job satisfaction are especially strong for people working in social jobs, like psychologists. Most German psychologists work in clinical psychology, with the second-largest group working in the field of work and organizational psychology[@r38]^)^. Their core activities are mainly executed in social contexts, i.e., working with people as individuals and as group members, whether in a therapy setting or in relation to human resource management. As part of a qualitative study, Sobiraj *et al.*[@r39]^)^ asked psychologists according to which criteria they would consider themselves successful in their profession. Contrasting prior career research focusing on salary, positions, or career satisfaction, receiving appreciation (from patients or superiors, etc.) was reported as the most important point by far. Thus, they should be more sensitive to meanings of social behavior, like a lack of appreciation. In addition, as psychologists' everyday work is characterized by interpersonal interactions, for these individuals such relationships at work should be more important than for those in non-social jobs. Therefore, the perception of a lack of appreciation by others should have a strong impact on the job satisfaction of psychologists. Hence, the indirect effect of illegitimate tasks on job satisfaction through perceived appreciation should be especially strong for psychologists.

The role of time in the illegitimate tasks/job satisfaction relationship
------------------------------------------------------------------------

Beyond testing for a generally mediating effect of perceived appreciation in the illegitimate tasks/job satisfaction relationship, we want to explore this process in more detail, as this knowledge can help to identify for protecting factors. We expect illegitimacy of task assignment to be immediately related to perceived appreciation. If this perceived lack of appreciation resulting from the assignment of illegitimate tasks is related to long-lasting consequences for job satisfaction (i.e., a widely used outcome in organizations known to be related to behavioral and health-related outcomes[@r22]^)^), then protecting factors should draw on task assignment and communication early on in this process. However, if the assignment of illegitimate tasks shapes the perception of future appreciation, then protecting factors, such as post-incident social support, might also prevent dissatisfaction resulting from illegitimate tasks.

Ultimately, there are three different pathways that could be imagined for explaining the underlying mechanism of appreciation. First, illegitimate tasks could have immediate consequences for an individual's perceived appreciation, leading to impaired job satisfaction after one year (*immediate-release model*). Second, illegitimate tasks could also have immediate consequences for perceived appreciation that could also impact perceived appreciation one year later, shaping job satisfaction at that time (*contagion model*). Third and finally, illegitimate tasks could have long-term consequences for perceived appreciation after one year, and begin shaping job satisfaction at that point (*delayed-release model*).

Methods {#s2}
=======

We investigated the research questions in three independent samples. Study 1 investigated associations between illegitimate tasks and psychologists' job satisfaction one year later. Data were collected through an online psychology graduate survey distributed at a German university. Studies 2 and 3 also investigated associations between illegitimate tasks and psychologists' job satisfaction (one year later) and incorporated two variations: the participants in these studies were comparably older and came from a different cultural context.

Procedure and sample
--------------------

### Study 1

Data from 52 psychologists who had participated in both the initial survey (t1) and the follow-up survey with a time lag of one year (t2) could be matched. Taking into consideration that on average, 60 psychologists graduated each year from the university at which the survey was conducted, the return rate (using cohorts of alumni over a time frame of six years) seems to reasonably account for the fact that not all graduates maintained their old e-mail accounts.

Data from two participants were excluded because they were currently unemployed. The resulting sample thus consisted of 50 participants ([Table 1](#tbl_001){ref-type="table"}Table 1.Means (M), standard deviations (SD), scale ranges, and zero-order correlations of all study variablesMSDRange1234561Sex^a^0--1-2Age (95%CI)Study 130.184.2424--40--0.25 (--0.55, 0.08)-Study 249.7211.8631--80--0.10 (--0.16, 0.35)-Study 345.669.8822--64--0.09 (--0.23, 0.05)-3Job satisfaction (t1) (95%CI)Study 14.280.961--6--0.28 (--0.47, --0.09)0.28 (0.00, 0.54)-Study 25.901.031--7--0.01 (--0.24, 0.23)0.08 (--0.16, 0.31)-Study 35.331.111--7--0.14 (--0.24, --0.03)0.12 (--0.02, 0.25)-4Job satisfaction (t2) (95%CI)Study 14.530.751--6--0.09 (--0.36, 0.20)0.23 (--0.02, 0.46)0.52 (0.28, 0.69)-Study 25.751.221--70.04 (--0.32, 0.27)0.17 (--0.05, 0.37)0.59 (0.40, 0.75)-Study 35.570.891--7--0.07 (--0.20, 0.06)0.04 (--0.11, 0.19)0.42 (0.26, 0.57)-5Appreciation (t1) (95%CI)Study 14.740.711--6--0.27 (--0.50, 0.01)0.27 (--0.03, 0.51)0.38 (0.10, 0.60)0.44 (0.17, 0.66)-Study 26.021.131--7--0.08 (--0.14, 0.27)--0.03 (--0.24, 0.17)0.48 (0.22, 0.70)0.31 (0.12, 0.49)-Study 35.791.021--7--0.13 (--0.25, --0.01)0.03 (--0.13, 0.18)0.60 (0.48, 0.71)0.36 (0.23, 0.50)-6Appreciation (t2) (95%CI)Study 14.630.751--6--0.13 (--0.42, 0.18)0.28 (0.03, 0.51)0.25 (--0.04, 0.48)0.58 (0.32, 0.75)0.62 (0.39, 0.79)-Study 25.881.021--7--0.08 (--0.15, 0.28)0.06 (--0.21, 0.31)0.43 (0.21, 0.63)0.57 (0.34, 0.74)0.49 (0.30, 0.66)-Study 35.791.021--7--0.03 (--0.18, 0.12)--0.01 (--0.16, 0.14)0.27 (0.11, 0.42)0.56 (0.42, 0.69)0.53 (0.41, 0.64)-7Illegitimate tasks (t1) (95%CI)Study 12.060.621--50.09 (--0.24, 0.40)--0.35 (--0.58, --0.10)--0.24 (--0.46, --0.02)--0.46 (--0.64, --0.19)--0.35 (--0.56, --0.13)--0.47 (--0.66, --0.22)Study 22.491.121--7--0.08 (--0.15, --0.30)--0.02 (--0.27, 0.23)--0.58 (--0.74, --0.37)--0.49 (--0.67, --0.26)--0.59 (--0.76, --0.36)--0.42 (--0.62, --0.16)Study 32.520.731--5--0.06 (--0.21, 0.08)--0.10 (--0.26, 0.06)--0.55 (--0.64, --0.45)--0.32 (--0.44, --0.19)--0.45 (--0.55, --0.33)--0.21 (--0.35, --0.07)Pearson correlation coefficients. 95%CI bootstrapped confidence intervals, bootstrap sample size=10,000. ^a^0: male, 1: female.), 80% of whom were female. Their ages varied between 24 and 40 yr, and the mean age was 30.2 yr (SD=4.24). Except for two participants, all the respondents worked as a psychologists. Among these, 29% worked in the specialization area of clinical psychology, 25% worked as researchers, 21% worked in the area of educational psychology, 6% worked in the sector of work and organizational psychology, and another 6% practiced in forensic psychology at the beginning of the study. Professional tenure ranged from 1.83 to 11.25 yr, and average tenure was 4.86 yr (SD=2.10).

*Ethics.* The university did not require institutional review board approval of the study (an online psychology graduate survey) based on its nature and university standards. Our study was performed in agreement with all requirements defined by the German Society of Psychology, including giving participants information about their rights and guaranteeing anonymity. The participation of each employee in our questionnaire study was voluntarily. Nevertheless, a written informed consent form was not obtained explicitly from participants due to the online assessment technique employed, as this approach would have endangered participant's anonymity.

### Study 2

Data were based on a subsample of a population-based survey of health and the prevalence of back pain in Switzerland (*N*=16,674, sampling procedure and flow of participants was described previously[@r40]^)^). Altogether, 2,507 employees (of the 2,860 employees who were sampled from pre-stratified groups) reported a baseline for illegitimate tasks, appreciation, and job satisfaction. For this study, we investigated data from participants employed in typical psychology fields (social professions).

Out of the 2,507 returned questionnaires, 85 participants were employed in the field of psychology (e.g., teaching at a university, organizational consulting, or working as a psychotherapist). Data from 83 participants could be matched with data from those who had participated both in the baseline (t1) and the follow-up of this study with a time lag of one year (t2). Data from 16 participants were excluded due to missing data. The resulting sample consisted of 67 participants ([Table 1](#tbl_001){ref-type="table"}), 69% of whom were female. Participants age varied between 31 and 80 yr, and the mean age was 49.7 yr (SD=11.86). Twenty-six of the participants were employed full time and 40 of these participants were employed part time.

*Ethics.* This study was approved by the local Research Ethics Committee. The participation of each employee in our questionnaire study was voluntary.

### Study 3

Regarding the third study, participants were representative of the Swiss working population in terms of sex, age, education, and industry (*N*=3,062, sampling procedure and flow of participants was described previously[@r41]^)^). For this study, we investigated data from participants employed in typical psychology fields (social professions).

Out of the 2,535 returned questionnaires, 183 participants were employed in the field of psychology and could be matched to both the baseline (t1) and the follow-up of the study with a time lag of one year (t2; [Table 1](#tbl_001){ref-type="table"}). Among these respondents, 73% were female. Their age varied between 22 and 64 yr, and the mean age was 45.66 yr (SD=9.88).

*Ethics.* The university did not require institutional review board approval of the study based on its nature and university standards. The study was conducted in accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki and the code of the Swiss Association of Psychology.

Measures
--------

[Table 1](#tbl_001){ref-type="table"} shows means, standard deviations and scale ranges for the study variables for each of the three studies.

### Study 1

*Illegitimate tasks.* Illegitimate tasks were assessed using the Bern Illegitimate Tasks Scale (BITS)[@r14]^)^. The BITS consists of eight items (e.g., "Do you have work tasks to take care of, which you believe should be done by someone else?" or "Do you have work tasks to take care of, which keep you wondering if they make sense at all?"). Participants rated each item on a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (very rarely/never) to 5 (very often). Cronbach's alpha was 0.83.

*Appreciation.* Perceived appreciation was measured using four items. Two of them refer to the scale of esteem reward developed by Siegrist *et al.*[@r42]^)^ (ERI-K; "I receive the respect I deserve from my..." i) "superiors," ii) "colleagues"). In addition, we added items for iii) "clients" and iv) "family and friends" as sources of appreciation. All items were answered on a 6-point Likert scale that ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree). The mean inter-item correlations were 0.31 (t1) and 0.33 (t2), respectively. Cronbach's alphas were 0.64 for t1 and 0.66 for t2.

*Job satisfaction.* Job satisfaction was measured using six (out of seven, due to item-total correlation) items from Neuberger and Allerbeck's[@r43]^)^ Job Description Form developed based on the Job Descriptive Index[@r44]^)^. This instrument refers to an employee's satisfaction with various facets of their work (satisfaction with the job, working conditions, relationships, promotion opportunities, organization and management, as well as benefits and payment). A sample item is "All in all, I am satisfied with my working conditions". The response scale ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree). Cronbach's alphas were 0.78 at t1 and 0.73 at t2.

*Construct validity.* We tested the construct validity of our measures with confirmatory factor analyses using AMOS 24. First, a three-factor model (illegitimate tasks, appreciation, job satisfaction at the first measurement point) with all items loading on their respective factors was tested (χ^2^=274.65, df=132, *p*\<0.01, AIC=388.65). Next, a one-factor model with all items loading on a general factor (χ^2^=364.30, df=132, *p*\<0.01, AIC=454.39) was tested. Between both models, the three-factor model fit the data better than the alternative model and was preferred[@r45]^)^. Furthermore, we conducted Harman's single-factor test to assess whether common method variance exists. We calculated a CFA with all study variables (including both measurement points) loading on a single latent factor. Results suggest that common method variance can be neglected in further analyses (*R^2^*=0.05)[@r46]^)^.

### Studies 2 and 3

*Illegitimate tasks.* In Studies 2 and 3, illegitimate tasks were assessed using two items from BITS[@r14]^)^. One item was used with respect to unreasonable tasks ("Do you have work tasks to take care of, which you believe are going too far, and should not be expected from you?") and one item was used for unnecessary tasks ("Do you have work tasks to take care of, which keep you wondering if they have to be done at all?"). In Study 2, participants rated each item on a 7-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (completely disagree) to 7 (completely agree). Both items correlated to 0.56 (*p*\<0.01). In Study 3, both items were answered on a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (completely disagree) to 5 (completely agree). Items correlated to 0.49 (*p*\<0.01).

*Appreciation.* In Study 2, perceived appreciation was measured by a single-item measure ("When you consider the situation at work in general, how much would you agree with the following statement: My effort is appreciated."). The item was answered on a 7-point Likert scale that ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). In Study 3, we measured appreciation using a single item[@r47]^)^ ("In general, I feel appreciated at work."; 1=strongly disagree to 7=strongly agree).

*Job satisfaction.* In Studies 2 and 3, job satisfaction was measured by a single-item measure of global job satisfaction ("Overall, how satisfied are you with your work?"). The response scale ranged from 1 (extremely dissatisfied) to 7 (extremely satisfied). Single-item measures of global job satisfaction are as reliable and valid as measures containing different facets[@r48]^)^.

Data analysis
-------------

The analyses were performed using the IBM SPSS software package, version 23[@r49]^)^. First, we calculated mean, standard deviation and zero-order correlations. Second, to test hypotheses one to three we conducted hierarchical regression analyses including variables in two different blocks: In step one, control variables (including sex, age, and job satisfaction at t1) were considered, and in step two the respective variables were entered. Finally, to test the longitudinal mediation, we used Hayes' bootstrap test for estimation of indirect effects (PROCESS macro for SPSS)[@r50]^)^, controlling for sex, age, and the outcome variable and job satisfaction at tl. As a consequence, the dependent variable represented the deviation of job satisfaction at t2 from the value that was expected based on job satisfaction at t1. The number of bootstrapped samples was 5,000.

Results {#s3}
=======

Study 1
-------

In line with Hypotheses 1 and 2 ([Table 2](#tbl_002){ref-type="table"}Table 2.Summary of multiple regression analysis predicting job satisfaction and appreciation (Study 1)VariableJob satisfactionAppreciation t1Appreciation t2Job satisfactionJob satisfaction*BSE~B~*95%CI*BSE~B~*95%CI*BSE~B~*95%CI*BSE~B~*95%CI*BSE~B~*95%CIStep 1Sex0.140.31−0.44, 0.80−0.40.28−0.91, 0.2000.35−0.65, 0.710.140.31−0.44, 0.800.140.31−0.33, 0.68Age0.010.03−0.04, 0.080.030.03−0.03, 0.100.060.030.01, 0.130.010.03−0.04, 0.080.010.03−0.03, 0.07Job satisfaction t10.390.130.11, 0.610.390.130.10, 0.620.390.130.11, 0.67Step 2Illegitimate tasks−0.440.15−0.73, −015−0.370.18−0.73, −0.01−0.510.21−0.95, −0.10Appreciation t10.310.160.06, 0.59Appreciation t20.490.130.22, 0.72R^2^ step 1 (Adj R^2^)0.28 (0.23)\*\*0.10 (0.06)0.09 (0.04)0.28 (0.23)\*\*0.28 (0.23)\*\*R^2^ step 2 (Adj R^2^)0.39 (0.33)\*\*0.19 (0.13)\*0.23 (0.18)\*0.35 (0.29)\*\*0.50 (0.44)\*\*∆R^2^0.12\*0.09\*0.15\*\*0.08\*0.22\*\**N*≤50. B: unstandardized regression coefficient; SE~B~: standard error; t: t-value; 95%CI bootstrapped confidence intervals: bootstrap sample size=5,000. ^a^0: male, 1: female. \**p*\<0.05; \*\**p*\<0.01 (two-tailed). t1/t2: first/second time of survey.), illegitimate tasks were negatively associated with job satisfaction and perceived appreciation (immediately and after one year). In addition, perceived appreciation was positively associated with job satisfaction (immediately and after one year), confirming Hypothesis 3.

The mediation is displayed in [Fig. 1](#fig_001){ref-type="fig"}Fig. 1.Double mediation of appreciation between illegitimate tasks and job satisfaction.\**p*\<0.05, \*\**p*\<0.01 (two-tailed). Bootstrapp sample size=5,000. t1/t2: first/second time of survey.. There is evidence of a negative indirect effect of illegitimate tasks on job satisfaction one year later, confirming our fourth hypothesis. A distinction between three indirect paths can be made. Path 1: illegitimate tasks t1, perceived appreciation t1, and job satisfaction t2 one year later (*immediate-release model*); path 2: illegitimate tasks t1, perceived appreciation t1, perceived appreciation t2, and job satisfaction t2 one year later (*contagion model*); path 3: illegitimate tasks t1, perceived appreciation t2, and job satisfaction t2 one year later (*delayed-release model*). The results for the different paths are also presented in [Fig. 1](#fig_001){ref-type="fig"}. The immediate-release path was not significant, whereas the delayed-release and contagion paths were.

Studies 2 and 3
---------------

Results of regression analyses regarding Study 2 are shown in [Table 3](#tbl_003){ref-type="table"}Table 3.Summary of multiple regression analysis predicting job satisfaction and appreciation (Study 2)VariableJob satisfactionAppreciation t1Appreciation t2Job satisfactionJob satisfaction*BSE~B~*95%CI*BSE~B~*95%CI*BSE~B~*95%CI*BSE~B~*95%CI*BSE~B~*95%CIStep 1Sex^a^−0.160.26−0.69, 0.370.20.3−0.41, 0.800.170.28−0.50, 0.72−0.190.25−0.69, 0.32−0.230.26−0.75, 0.30Age0.010.01−0.01, 0.0300.01−0.03, 0.020.010.01−0.03, 0.020.010.01−0.01, 0.030.010.01−0.01, 0.03Job satisfaction t10.690.120.45, 0.930.620.120.38, 0.850.650.120.42, 0.89Step 2Illegitimate tasks−0.250.13−0.51, 0.01−0.610.1−0.82, −0.41−0.390.11−0.80, −0.38Appreciation t10.070.12−0.17, 0.32Appreciation t20.470.120.23, 0.70R^2^ step 1 (Adj R^2^)0.37 (0.34)\*\*0.01 (−0.02)0.01 (−0.02)0.34 (0.31)\*\*0.36 (0.33)\*\*R^2^ step 2 (Adj R^2^)0.40 (0.36)\*\*0.37 (0.34)\*\*0.19 (0.15)\*\*0.35 (0.30)\*\*0.49 (0.45)\*\*∆R^2^0.03^†^0.36\*\*0.18\*\*00.13\*\**N*=67. B: unstandardized regression coefficient; SE~B~: standard error; t: t-value, 95%CI bootstrapped confidence intervals: bootstrap sample size=5,000. ^a^0: male 1: female. ^†^*p*\<0.10; \**p*\<0.05; \*\**p*\<0.01 (two-tailed). t1/t2: first/second time of survey. and those relating to Study 3 are shown in [Table 4](#tbl_004){ref-type="table"}Table 4.Summary of multiple regression analysis predicting job satisfaction and appreciation (Study 3)VariableJob satisfactionAppreciation t1Appreciation t2Job satisfactionJob satisfaction*BSE~B~*95%CI*BSE~B~*95%CI*BSE~B~*95%CI*BSE~B~*95%CI*BSE~B~*95%CIStep 1Sex^a^−0.030.14−0.27, 0.21−0.290.17−0.58, −0.00−0.060.17−0.39, 0.30−0.030.14−0.30, 0.24−0.030.14−0.26, 0.20Age00.01−0.01, 0.0100.01−0.01, 0.0200.01−0.02, 0.0100.01−0.01, 0.0100.01−0.01, 0.01Job satisfaction t10.330.060.17, 0.510.330.060.23, 0.440.330.090.18, 0.52Step 2Illegitimate tasks−0.160.1−0.35, −0.01−0.640.09−0.84, −0.46−0.310.12−0.55, −0.09Appreciation t10.160.070.01, 0.30Appreciation t20.430.090.27, 0.61R^2^ step 1 (Adj R^2^)0.17 (0.16)\*\*0.02 (0.01)0.00 (−0.01)0.17 (0.16)\*\*0.17 (0.16)\*\*R^2^ step 2 (Adj R^2^)0.19 (0.17)\*\*0.23 (0.21)\*\*0.05 (0.03)\*0.19 (0.18)\*\*0.39 (0.38)\*\*∆R^2^0.01^†^0.21\*\*0.05\*\*0.02\*0.22\*\**N*=183. B: unstandardized regression coefficient; SE~B~: standard error; t: t-value; 95%CI bootstrapped confidence intervals: bootstrap sample size=5,000. ^a^0: male, 1: female. ^†^*p*\<0.10; \**p*\<0.05; \*\**p*\<0.01 (two-tailed). t1/t2: first/second time of survey.. Across both studies, illegitimate tasks were negatively associated with job satisfaction, although this effect marginally failed to reach significance (H1). Regarding Hypotheses 2, illegitimate tasks were negatively correlated with perceived appreciation (immediately and one year later). In Study 2, perceived appreciation was positively associated with job satisfaction in the long-term (H3b) but not immediately (H3a), partially confirming Hypothesis 3 ([Table 3](#tbl_003){ref-type="table"}). Similar to the first study, in Study 3 perceived appreciation was positively associated with job satisfaction (immediately and after one year), confirming Hypothesis 3.

Despite the lack of the initial relationship between illegitimate tasks and job satisfaction (controlling for the autoregressor), the mediation analyses was conducted to allow potential suppressor influences of control variables on postulated mediation. The mediation and results for the different paths are displayed in [Fig. 1](#fig_001){ref-type="fig"}. Again, in both Studies 2 and 3, there is evidence of a negative indirect effect of illegitimate tasks on job satisfaction after one year, confirming our fourth hypothesis. In both studies, the immediate-release and the delayed-release paths were not significant, while the contagion path was significant.

General Discussion {#s4}
==================

This study explored the link between illegitimate tasks and job satisfaction by considering perceived appreciation as the underlying mechanism. This paper addresses illegitimate tasks as a specific, task-related stressor that is assumed to lead to stress because such tasks do not align with a person's occupational role[@r6]^)^. As proposed by the SOS concept, we therefore hypothesized illegitimate tasks to damage job satisfaction by lowering a person's perceived appreciation.

While boosting one's role identity (e.g., by being successful in a task) is an important source of pride and satisfaction, in line with the concept of SOS, threats to one's role identity are likely to induce stress[@r51],[@r52],[@r53]^)^. It can be argued that not only social interactions, but also task assignment include a social message about the respect paid to the individual. Illegitimate tasks act as work stressors because they constitute a threat to the social self.

Across three studies, we found illegitimate tasks to be negatively associated to job satisfaction after one year, although in Study 2 and 3 the effect marginally failed to reach significance (Hypothesis 1). In addition, in all three studies the relationship between illegitimate tasks and job satisfaction appears to be mediated by the appreciation perceived by the person (Hypothesis 4). In Studies 1 and 3, illegitimate tasks were negatively associated with perceived appreciation and perceived appreciation was positively associated with job satisfaction at both measurement points, confirming Hypothesis 2 and 3. Regarding Hypothesis 3, in the second study, only perceived appreciation one year later, not immediately, was positively associated with job satisfaction (H3b, but not H3a).

According to Study 1, mediation was found for two of the three possible indirect paths. Our pattern of results confirms both the *delayed-release* as well as the *contagion* models. Specifically, illegitimate tasks directly affected the perception of appreciation after one year as well as indirectly through the immediate perception of appreciation. The perception of appreciation one year later in turn affected job satisfaction at that time. Results do not support the *immediate-release model*. Perceived appreciation at the first measurement point did not mediate job satisfaction one year on. This is logical, since felt appreciation might have a more immediate effect rather than long-lasting benefits. To the best of our knowledge, there are no studies to date that have tested this. Considering the example of being praised by one's boss for a job well done, this praise might have a beneficial effect on how a person feels in the moment but it is doubtful whether the individual will remember this particular episode one year later and still benefit from it.

On the contrary, illegitimate tasks were shown to have long-lasting effects on job satisfaction one year later as well as on felt appreciation both immediately and after one year. This can be explained by the fact that "bad things" carry more weight than "good things"[@r54], [@r55]^)^. A person is immediately offended by the lack of appreciation perceived as communicated by the assignment of illegitimate tasks. Although this initial offense fades over time, it might affect the perception of long-term appreciation (e.g., a person might become suspicious of how he/she is perceived by others because he or she is the one who must always do things that nobody else is willing to do), shaping job satisfaction after one year. The second and third study both confirmed this pattern with respect to the contagion but not the delayed-release model.

Disrespect refers to an interpersonal rejection undermining the basic need to belong to groups and to maintain good interpersonal relationships[@r56]^)^. Conversely, receiving appreciation is very important with respect to well-being[@r36]^)^. Appreciation relates to evaluation by others[@r32]^)^ and is closely connected to self-esteem[@r57], [@r58]^)^. It implies recognition of one's individuality, achievements, and qualities, thereby boosting self-esteem. Appreciation signals acceptance and esteem, and thus responds to the need to belong[@r9]^)^.

Focusing specifically on our sample of psychologists, there are several sources likely to provide appreciation that should be considered[@r59]^)^. When working as a psychotherapist in a hospital, as a consultant in an organization, or as a research assistant at a university, psychologists might be a part of a (interdisciplinary) team, including colleagues or supervisors. Even when self-employed, psychologists have patients, clients, or interns who can be seen as "customers" who potentially provide support and appreciation. Both social support and appreciation satisfy the need to belong, but while social support is the perceived amount of support received from others, appreciation is an evaluation by others that when given, boosts self-esteem, which is important for well-being[@r32]^)^. Instrumental social support (i.e., assistance with problem solving through tangible or informational support) is often valued as an inherent expression of appreciation[@r60]^)^. Moreover, social support must convey appreciation---otherwise it might become a stressor[@r61]^)^. In the same way, tasks convey an inherent social message of respect and appreciation. Our results illustrate the importance of this appreciation for the job satisfaction of psychologists. The results are in line with Stocker and colleagues[@r19]^)^, who investigated the intervening role of perceived appreciation between illegitimate tasks and job satisfaction within the Swiss armed forces. The question arises as to what behavioral expectations are associated with being a psychologist. Psychologists in Germany and Switzerland are a highly qualified sample. More specifically, giving appreciation is supposed to be a central element of the occupational role of psychologists (not only for clinical psychotherapists). They are trained over a period of several years, both during their studies and afterwards, to take an appreciative attitude towards other individuals. A lack of appreciation in relation to one's own work might therefore be particularly offensive. This lack of appreciation is, in this case, expressed by the way other people (supervisors, colleagues, clients, or customers) treat the person. This can be interpreted through personal questions such as: "Do I receive interesting and challenging tasks?" "Do they respect me, not only as a person, but also as an incumbent of my occupational role?" In addition, providing good justification for the necessity of tasks that might not directly correspond to an individual's occupational role is essential. Helping employees to understand the situation can be key for giving a token of appreciation and thus countering declining job satisfaction.

Limitations
-----------

There are several limitations to our study. First, especially with respect to the first and second study, our sample size was rather small. Small sample sizes cause limited power and therefore an extended risk of missing a significant effect. Based on previous research, we expected moderately sized effects on the outcomes. Power analyses using G\*Power[@r62]^)^ indicated that a total sample size of 81 participants was required for an 80% chance of detecting a moderately sized indirect (double mediation) effect of f=0.15 with an alpha of 0.05. However, this method seems to be rather conservative, as we calculated mediation using Hayes' bootstrap test for estimation of indirect effects. The causal step approach[@r63]^)^, which has been very helpful in guiding researchers who study mediational models over many years[@r64]^)^, has been heavily criticized recently[@r65]^)^. One of the main points of criticism is the fact that this approach is among the lowest in power[@r66]^)^. An alternative and well-recognized method to test for mediation is true bootstrapping[@r65]^)^. Simulation research has shown that this method has the best Type I error control and has the highest power[@r65]^)^.

Second, all measures were based on self-reports by participants for illegitimate tasks as well as for job satisfaction and perceived appreciation. This might increase the danger of overestimating results due to common method biases[@r46], [@r67], [@r68]^)^. However, all of our concepts seem to be best assessed by self-reported data.

Third, all studies were conducted online. In particular, Study 1 focused on psychologists who graduated from university. The online approach allowed us easy access to graduates of the university, however, it prevented us from gathering a representative sample of psychologists. In addition, for Study 1 the sample might be biased if those psychologists who are satisfied with their career development and their working conditions participated in the study in higher numbers than those who are not.

Replication of findings is known to be very important. Three independent samples yielded results conforming to hypotheses, arguing against an explanation in terms of selection bias[@r69],[@r70],[@r71]^)^. However, there are differences in these three studies with respect to measures, populations and context that also might account for differences in the results. Whereas the first study is based on psychologists who graduated from university, the second and third studies were based on a broader sample of Swiss employees working in fields of psychology. Replication in different contexts despite the use of slightly different measures underline the robustness of findings.

Moreover, in our second and third study we assessed central variables using single-item measures. Relying on single-item measures can be criticized for a lack of reliability in measurement. Single items can be appropriate when measuring constructs that might be one-dimensional and ask for an "overall" judgement, such as job satisfaction[@r48]^)^, but might be different with respect to appreciation.

Finally, while the longitudinal design of this research eliminates several alternative explanations regarding the timeline, it does not allow for causal conclusions[@r37]^)^. A recent intervention study[@r72]^)^ found that an organizational-level workplace intervention focusing on core job tasks did not decrease the level of illegitimate tasks but rather protected against an increase in these tasks during a two yr follow-up period. Future studies might take into account an experimental setting on illegitimate tasks and well-being to prove causality by manipulating the perceived illegitimacy of tasks (e.g., by designing vignettes). However, manipulating the perceived illegitimacy of tasks might not be appropriate in every type of context. Moreover, these tasks are linked to the role identity of the given person, place, time, and situation[@r5]^)^; a more precise view of the wide occupational range of working as a psychologist might be needed.

It should also be considered that we used a longitudinal design with a time lag of one year, and more knowledge might still be gained if longer time periods are taken into account. It should be noted that while Ford and colleagues[@r30]^)^ found lagged effects on psychological strain by mean time lag of one year, which we chose as the lag between both times of assessment, the authors also demonstrated that the effects might increase up to a period of approximately three year. Hence, it might be interesting in our case to determine whether job satisfaction further declines after the one-year period following the assignment of illegitimate tasks, whether other reactions occur (such as an increase in turnover or intentions to leave the situation), or whether instead of behavioral reactions, a cognitive adaptation to the circumstances occurs, which could be reflected in higher resigned job satisfaction, for example[@r27]^)^.

Theoretical implications
------------------------

Demonstrating that illegitimate tasks are related to job satisfaction through threatened appreciation is only the beginning. Future studies should investigate this process in daily life in detail. Future work should also specify the assumption that a lack of appreciation is transformed into lower self-esteem[@r5], [@r6]^)^.

Theoretical assumptions from the SOS concept and prior research suggest that the more elaborated (or narrow) a person's occupational role is, the more likely the person will be able to perceive illegitimacy regarding the tasks or duties they are asked to fulfill[@r36], [@r73]^)^. In this paper, we focused on a profession that has only been investigated in very few studies thus far and seems to be characterized by a quite comprehensive occupational image, i.e. psychologists[@r37]^)^. At first glance, the psychology profession appears to be extremely diversified. According to the work context, serving as a therapist in a clinical setting, for example, suggests skill sets quite different from those applied by a change manager in a consulting company. There are, however, certain similarities across the various work settings of psychologists because the specific nature of the psychological profession is "to render professional services to clients, based on psychological principles, knowledge, models and methods which are applied in an ethical and scientific way"[@r74]^)^.

Moreover, people studying psychology appear to have a very clear conception of their motives and thus their professional choice already ("working and helping people"; "to understand mental processes")[@r75]^)^. Accordingly, we assume that the occupational self-concept for these individuals is strongly developed, making them an ideal sample for studying illegitimate tasks. However, this argument must be proven by further research and future studies might account for differences within the field of psychology. In addition, cultural differences between our Swiss and German samples might be a plausible area of study.

The assumption of linking illegitimate tasks to a decrease in job satisfaction through the expression of a lack of appreciation is not bound to the psychological profession. Future research should address these hypotheses in additional samples that include various occupations (e.g., higher-skilled professionals and lower-skilled, non-professionals) and sectors.

Furthermore, it could be expected that being assigned illegitimate tasks decreases as an individual's age increases. Interestingly, previous research did not find the perception of illegitimate tasks to correlate with age in any way[@r6], [@r14]^)^. On the other hand, it is plausible that for younger employees, an occupational role concept must be developed first to be threatened by perceived illegitimacy of tasks. However, recent research indicates that the perception of illegitimate tasks is possible even during professional training---i.e., before entering the job[@r76]^)^. In addition, it is also plausible that stressor-strain relationships (e.g., socio-emotional selectivity hypothesis[@r77]^)^) differ between younger and older people. Especially for older and more experienced employees, the perception of illegitimate tasks might be perceived as a lack of respect that threatens the self. Although the first study contained a rather young sample (M=30.18 yr), the second and third studies are based on comparably older samples (Study 2: M=49.72 yr; Study 3: M=45.66 yr). Our results suggest that the observed patterns is similar across all three samples. Future research should also consider age as a moderator in the stressor-strain relationship.

Practical implications
----------------------

As mentioned above, giving appreciation appears to be a core element of the occupational role of psychologists. In general, increasing demands on the flexibility of employees also increases the risk of contracting authorities (supervisors or colleagues) having to assign tasks that are not directly connected to an employee's core activities. Confirming our hypothesis, illegitimate task assignment is immediately related to perceived appreciation. Although this immediately perceived lack of appreciation is not directly related to long-lasting consequences for job satisfaction, it shapes the perception of future appreciation and thereby job satisfaction one year later. Thus, supervisors (even if they are not the only source of task assignment) should be trained to recognize such tasks as illegitimate at an early stage and, if it is necessary to allocate tasks perceived as illegitimate, how to communicate them in an appropriate way that explains their necessity to the person they are assigned to. In this way, illegitimate tasks might become legitimate to the person because they are perceived as necessary and reasonable.

The social meaning of task assignment seems to be the first step within the process of perceived appreciation. Yet, our results reveal delayed effects of illegitimate tasks on appreciation as well as contagion of a lack of appreciation shaping job satisfaction. This is important, as it opens up new opportunities for intervening factors later in this process. The initial lack of appreciation due to illegitimate tasks had no direct long-term effects on job satisfaction. Thus, one possible intervening factor is providing appreciation through other sources, such as adequate social support[@r60]^)^. This would counteract the detrimental long-term effects of illegitimate tasks on appreciation and would therefore reduce the negative long-term effects of illegitimate tasks on job satisfaction. However, a chronic climate of illegitimate task assignment might impair the social climate in the long run.

Stress prevention is also part of a supervisor's role and requires that supervisors not only possess (social) skills and sufficient resources (e.g., a reasonable span of control), but also have the necessary support from the organization and their own supervisors. Creating a culture that prevents stress and fostering well-being through appreciation starts from the top and is not achieved in the course of only a few days. Considering the question of stress as a threat to the self thus opens up new perspectives and approaches in the work context.

Conclusion
----------

Psychologists have known that appreciation is a powerful instrument in social interactions for a long time. However, it is also important that experts in giving appreciation are appreciated themselves. Aspects of working conditions or even tasks that must be completed can appear in different lights based on their inherent social message. Behavior or assigned tasks that indicate disrespect or lack of appreciation as their social message constitute a threat to the person by offending the self and thus impair well-being.
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